
Where
Have All
the  Mitchells
Gone?
LT COL TIMOTHY E. KLINE, USAF

Lord, God of Hosts, my life
is a stewardship in Your
sight . . . I ask unfailing
devotion to personal
integrity that I may ever 
r emain  honorab l e
without compromise.

From the Cadet Prayer
USAF Academy



THE LONE POR TRAIT leans
for ward at the base of a
raised plat form where guests
and staff take meals in ele -
vated splen dor within the US 
Air Force Acade my’s glass

and alu mi num cen ter piece, Mitchell Hall.
The en tire wing ap pears three times daily be -
fore the stern glare of that leath ery face,
which, more than any other, is the face of air -
power as cen dant—Ameri can air power. It is re -
as sur ing to a bud ding gen era tion of military-
 aviation spe cial ists that things of the spirit
can tran scend ca reer con sid era tions—that na -
tion and honor su per sede the nar rower traits
of group con for mity and safety which mark
the serv ice man’s rou tine.

Wil liam “Billy” Mitchell seems an ironic
pro fes sional fo cal point for a mili tary serv ice
char ac ter ized to day by care ful man ag ers on
the lead ing edge of Ameri can tech nol ogy.
Yet, each of the fa mous ar chi tects of the
bright leg end that spawned an in de pend ent
US Air Force rode the shock wave of
Mitchell’s de fi ant vi sion. Henry “Hap” Ar -
nold, Carl “Tooey” Spaatz, and Ira C. Eaker
were fa mous dis ci ples of a com bat leader
whose ca shiered ca reer set in mo tion a tri -
umph he would not live to see. He re ceived
the Medal of Honor post hu mously. In a lu cid
piece re count ing the leg acy in de tail, Lt Col
George M. Hall, US Army, wrote of Mitchell,
“The in di vid ual who re sponds to the im pera -
tives of honor un der cir cum stances when
honor en com passes duty may be tempted to
act against the grain of duty when it does not
co in cide with the same im pera tives.”1

Mitchell, in an Army uni form, cut across
the grain of a tra di tion that con sid ers “mili -
tary in di vidu al ism” a po ten tial spoiler of de -
moc racy. Speak ing in de pend ently, he pre -
cipi tated an ex pected re ac tion by the
in sti tu tional lead er ship of the older serv ices.2

Prof. Stan ley Falk, in ex am in ing the “ap par -
ent in com pati bil ity” of the na tional predi lec -
tion for mili tary lead ers who are in de pend ent 

he roes while at the same time op era tives in
a “pre cise bu reau cratic im pera tive,” de ter -
mined that “in di vidu al ized val ues are a
threat to the en tire range of tra di tional mili -
tary norms.”3 Mitchell was the up shot, de -
lib er ately and quite le giti mately dis patched
by a mili tary tri bu nal that rec og nized him
as a threat to its or der and sta bil ity. Yet, he
looms large at the Acad emy, where a thou -
sand and more for ma tive minds can col lec -
tively con sider his com pel ling gaze and re -
flect that rug ged coun te nance. What must
the en shri ne ment of such a no ble man
mean to young peo ple still be ing nur tured
on the ru di ments of air power? Should they
in cline them selves to emu late the prin ci -
pled per form ance of that ex em plar? Could
they suc ceed by do ing so?

As it fell from Eli jah to El isha, so the man tle 
of Mitchell passed smoothly to the next gen -
era tion of air men. The peo ple who wit nessed
his ban ish ment to Fort Sam Hous ton, Texas,
his re ver sion to the rank of colo nel, the dra -
matic court- martial, and his res ig na tion, were 
ar dent per sonal boost ers. They had stood by
Billy Mitchell de spite threat ened ca reers. Ar -
nold, Spaatz, Eaker, and even Mitchell’s im -
me di ate boss, the sa ga cious Ma son Pat rick,
backed him fully.4 Ar nold won five stars.
Spaatz and Eaker launched an air war in
Europe that fi nally set the Air Force free. Their 
men tor’s words be came their own words.
“Wars will be won or lost with the mili tary ca -
pa bil ity pos sessed when war starts,” ech oed
Eaker.5 “The na tion that hangs its des tiny on a 
false prepa ra tion will find it self hope lessly
out classed from the be gin ning,” Mitchell
warned long be fore.6 The fruit ful ness of that
first wave of Mitchell ad her ents was im pres -
sive: the com bined bomber of fen sive was
their unique achieve ment. But how po tent is
that im pulse in the Air Force to day?

Mod els of suc cess in the new Air Force tend 
to be mana ge rial. Cau tion is in the wind. Eve -
ry one knows that cour age can boost a ca reer
only so high. Robin Olds and Char les
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Billy Mitchell.



“Chuck” Yea ger are handy ex am ples of such
eclipsed glory. They shone brightly, served
rather long, and were qui etly dis missed by
fiat. They were good, solid he roes who each
got a star, as Mitchell did, but they went
home to in tact leg ends, books, talk, con ven -
tions, and mem ory. Of course, they balked at
times, but nei ther one was pressed by honor
to lift the ban ner of na tional un pre par ed ness, 
as Billy Mitchell was. Theirs was an other call -
ing. They re tain use ful per sonal im ages of im -
mense bene fit to a serv ice that must still jus -
tify its ex is tence by wield ing a glit ter ing
sword borne up on wings by men of bone and
blood.

The ap par ent di chot omy of the Air Force
lead er ship ideal is strange. The of fi cer corps is 
bound by an ef fec tive ness rat ing sys tem that
em pha sizes care ful hus band ing of re sources
over bold ness; it val ues cau tion over ar dent

spirit or dar ing in no va tion. In di vidu als oc cu -
py ing of fi cer bil lets must won der whether the 
fa mil iar Mitchell im age is a valid be hav ior
model or whether it is a warn ing that out spo -
ken ness will bring swift and sure ret ri bu tion.

Since Mitchell, no dis sent ing mili tary
leader has suf fered or, for that mat ter, has
been of fered the fo rum of a pub lic court-
 martial.7 Mod ern gen er als are kept in line by a 
tight in fringe ment of First Amend ment
freedom- of- speech rights. Free ex pres sion of
ideas among mili tary men is un der stood to
dis turb ci vil ian con trol. Maj Fe lix Mo ran,
com ment ing on the case of Maj Gen John K.
Sin glaub, US Army, Re tired, noted, “When ci -
vil ian su prem acy has ac tu ally been at stake,
ad min is tra tive ac tions, such as re moval, re as -
sign ment, and forced re tire ment have been
taken against the er rant of fi cer” in lieu of rig -
or ous en force ment of Ar ti cle 88, Uni form
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“A Billy Mitchell every now and then would provide just the right flavor to make service life more savory.”



Code of Mili tary Jus tice, con cern ing pro hi bi -
tions of free speech.8

The general- officer en vi ron ment now
seems so po liti cally pre cari ous that most
senior of fi cers must feel wholly sub merged
in a per vad ing at mos phere of in timi da tion.
Mau reen My lan der ex am ined this situa tion
with be muse ment in The Gen er als: Mak ing It,
Mili tary Style . Later she would write, “It took
me some time to dis cover that be neath the fa -
cade of ‘s upreme power,’ gen er als them selves 
act more like fright ened lit tle boys than the
con spira to rial heav ies of Seven Days in May .”9

What is it that emas cu lates mod ern lead er -
ship? Blame an in or di nate fear of out spo ken -
ness or con tro versy, other gen er als with more 
stars, and ci vil ian bosses who, “even on a
whim, can pack a hap less gen eral off to Camp
Swampy where, like Gen eral Half track, he
will wait month af ter month fo r the mes sage 
the Pen ta gon will never send.”10

In stead of sim pli fy ing mili tary life and
stream lin ing mili tary mo res, the im pact of
bur geon ing avia tion and elec tronic tech nolo -
gies has brought in creas ing com plex ity to the 
em ploy ment of air power. Force ap pli ca tion,
like the en force ment of dis ci pline, has suf -
fered from “greater re li ance on ex pla na tion,
ex per tise, and group con sen sus”1 1 as the Air
Force moves far ther and far ther from the
domi nance of authori ta tive lead er ship. Per -
haps the trend to less per sonal, less vivid lead -
er ship was in evi ta ble. Yet, the old or der gives
way grudg ingly. We want to stick with com -
fort able im ages. Small things such as col or ful
nick names brand the hal cyon days of that
past with a cer tain bright dis tinc tion. Why
don’t we la bel mod ern lead ers with af fec tion -
ate tabs like “Tooey,” “Hap,” or “Jim mie”?
What about “Pos sum” Han sell and “Rosie”
O’Don nell?12 Is it pos si ble the pres ent gen era -
tion brooks no af fec tion for author ity un til it
proves wor thy of ad mi ra tion in com bat? Was
it only the in fu sion of ci vil ian re cruits on a
mas sive scale in World War II that boosted in -
for mal ity in such a pro nounced way? None -
the less, they were good times for air men.

Per haps it is symp to matic that we seem to
re vere our lead ers less and ac cuse them of far
more dis tance from re al ity than they de serve.

It may well be true, as Col Rob ert D. Heinl Jr.
ob served, that “the uni formed serv ices to day
are places of ag ony for the loyal, si lent pro fes -
sion als who dog gedly hang on and try to keep
the ship afloat.”13 If so, the pa tient per formance
of duty that marks the mod ern hi er ar chy is
most praise wor thy. Still, a Billy Mitchell

every now and then would pro vide just the
right fla vor to make serv ice life more sa vory.
The large, rela tively doc ile of fi cer corps
yearns for a cause cé lèbre to forge a re newed
com mit ment to air power, amid all the prom -
ise those col or ful words por tend.

The Air Force des per ately needs a new
Mitchell—not to do bat tle with the es tab lish -
ment but to pro vide a vi sion for air pow er’s fu -
ture. This need sur passes the re quire ment for
an other it era tion of com puter chips and
reaches well be yond bean- counting ex er cises
to de ter mine new life ex pec tan cies for tired
air frames. The so ber ing re al ity of knee- jerk
re ac tions to suc ces sive reve la tions of So viet
weap onry has be numbed us all. It is time for a
vi sion ary—maybe even a prophet. Some one
must ar ticu late a di rec tion for the Air Force
from within its most vi tal con stitu ency—the
of fi cer corps. We have rested too long on the
pen of Ira C. Eaker. He has been the most
widely read air man. He spoke when no one
else would speak. His sce nario for the fu ture
was bleak, pend ing emer gence of a will to
con tend:

One day, over the hot line from Moscow, may
come this message to our commander in chief
in the White House: “Mr. President, we order
you not to interfere with our operations against
Israel. Obviously, you will comply, for your
own chiefs of staff will confirm that we have
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The officer corps is bound by an
effectiveness rating system that
emphasizes careful husbanding of
resources over boldness; it values
caution over ardent spirit or daring
innovation.



overwhelming military superiority!” If present
conditions continue much longer, no president 
of the United States will have any option but to
comply with that ultimatum, amounting to
surrender.1 4

Gen eral Eaker and com pany won a costly
com bat vic tory that pro vided a place in the
sun for air power. Why has the bur den of
spokes man been thrust on such a val iant
standard- bearer for so long? Peo ple who have 
fol lowed his words in criti cal edi to ri als over
the years may re al ize now how bold each
stroke has been. One should not dis count his
warn ings be cause he is sued them from the
safety of re tire ment; rather, one should re -
mem ber My lan der’s cau tion about gen er als:

Ultimately he will fade into retirement
where—under Title 10, Section 888 of the U.S.
Code, threat of court-martial and loss of
retirement pay—he will be forbidden to use
“contemptuous words” in speech or print
against the President, Vice-President, Congress,
Secretary of Defense, Secretary of a Military
Department, Secretary of the Treasury, or the
governor or legislature of any state.1 5

Ad mir ing the sa gac ity and skill of Ameri can
air pow er’s fore most spokes man comes easy.

Are all the doors of mili tary opin ion sealed
by the cau tion of ca reer ism? The few at tempts 
by of fi cers on ac tive duty to coun ter
corporate- style logic or chal lenge the in co -
her en cies of ci vil ian con trol have met dis mal
fates. One of the most poign ant of these was
an Air War Col lege com man dant’s at tempt to
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“Models of success in the new Air Force tend to be managerial. Caution is in the wind.” Where would air refueling be today 
if General Spaatz had been a “managerial” type?



ex am ine criti cally, in a fo rum that os ten si bly
pro tected his re marks with a non at tri bu tion
pol icy, the folly of high- level man age ment of
the air war in Viet nam. Sadly for Maj Gen
Jerry D. Page, re marks to a closed pro fes sional 
audi ence proved just as damn ing as a let ter to
a left- wing daily.16 He nearly dis ap peared, ex -
cept for the Pueblo  in ci dent. Dur ing that
drama, he emerged briefly as a mi nor but
posi tive ac tor. His mem ory sounds a warn ing
Klaxon to in cipi ent free speak ers.

A number of sur veys were prof fered in the
last dec ade to Air Force Acad emy gradu ates
elect ing to de part ac tive duty for the al lures
of the ci vil ian mar ket place. Not the least of
their reg is tered com plaints in volved the in -
teg rity of Air Force com mand ers.17 Some ob -
serv ers have sug gested that these young of fi -
cers were too eas ily dis mayed by a rigid
out look on of fi cer ship pro duced by four
years of train ing un der the Acade my’s Honor
Code. Such in ti ma tions miss the mark
widely. In a time of gen eral ad her ence to
situa tional eth ics, it is not sur pris ing that
many com mand ing of fi cers do suc cumb to
dis turb ing so cie tal norms that the young
Acad emy gradu ates find ab hor rent. Re pug -
nance for un ethi cal be hav ior is matched,
how ever, by dis gust with ram pant toady ism.

Hav ing sat through all those Wal ter
Cronkite–nar rated air power films as “doolies,”
the ca dets ex pected to find a sense of pro fes -
sional cer tainty in the real Air Force. Mitchel -
lism had been a daily fare. To dis cover that
those few in the of fi cer corps who most
nearly epito mized that ideal were of ten sub -
jected to close scru tiny and low ef fec tive ness
rat ings must have pro voked a ter ri fic re ac tion 
in many of the most ide al is tic neo phytes.
Their press ing ques tion was not “Why are
there so many toad ies in the serv ice?” They
were far more likely to ask, “Where have all
the Mitchells gone?”

Those who serve know how im por tant a
sin gle, gal va niz ing of fi cer of vi sion and

integ rity can be in mo ti vat ing a per son’s
career. Many even know a bud ding Mitchell,
Spaatz, or Eaker. But how con fi dent are we
that such an of fi cer will sur vive, when the
slight est di ver gence can de rail a ca reer? The
Air Force must pre serve a way to the top
that per mits room for its pro phetic no bil ity
to take a stand, suf fer a shoot down, and
rise like a Phoe nix to ward a vi sion like
Mitchell’s. The al ter na tive? No more
Mitchells, no more Eak ers, no more cer tain
trum pet for air pow er.  
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The Air Force desperately needs a new Mitchell—not to
do battle with the establishment but to provide a vision for
airpower’s future. 
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I be lieve it is an es tab lished maxim in mor als that he who 
makes an as ser tion with out know ing whether it is true or
false is guilty of false hood, and the ac ci den tal truth of the 
as ser tion does not jus tify or ex cuse him.

—Abra ham Lin coln 
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